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Pork Exports Continue to Impress in the First Quarter 
Livestock Update             

Complete data for first quarter meat 
exports are now in, and it looks like pork 
exports were off to a good start this year.  
Figure 1 shows quarterly pork exports 
since 2010. 
 
First quarter 2012 exports totaled a little 
under 500,000 metric tons – an increase 
of almost 14% compared to the first 
quarter of 2011 and over 30% higher than 
the first quarter of 2010.  Compared to 
last year, exports were up to all but one 
of the top five export destinations (Japan, 
Mexico, China, Canada, and South 
Korea).  Exports to South Korea slipped 
as that country’s domestic production 
continues to recover.   
 
Despite the outstanding export performance, concern about pork demand has begun to surface over the 
last month or so.  These strong export volumes have at least partially been spurred by sluggish prices.  
The pork cutout value over the first quarter of 2012 was down by just over 5% compared to a year ago.  
In April, the pork cutout declined even more, losing about $5/cwt between mid-March and mid-April in 
a counter-seasonal move that put average wholesale pork prices over 15% below prior-year levels.  The 
decline in April was largely driven by a sharp drop in belly prices.  In the past week, wholesale pork 
prices have been on a modest rally, with the pork cutout climbing back into the low $80s from their 
recent bottom at just under $77. In fact, last Friday’s afternoon carlot pork report from USDA showed a 
weekly average pork cutout value of $82.06 – the highest weekly average since mid-March.  Bellies 
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Figure 1.  Quarterly Pork Exports: 2010.Q1 through 2012.Q1 
Data Source: USDA Foreign Agricultural Service 

http://silo.fb.org/Inside.aspx?id=17220�


Page 2 of 3 
 

added about $3 over the course of the week.  This rally in pork has occurred in conjunction with 
generally higher wholesale beef and poultry prices.  This means that in relative price terms, pork 
remains inexpensive, which should be a positive factor for pork demand during the summer grilling 
season. 
 
Back to Normal for the Broiler Market? 
Several times over the past couple of years, we have noted the remarkable weakness of boneless, 
skinless (b/s) chicken breast prices relative to leg and leg quarter prices.  Coming at a time when dark-
meat exports were relatively low, the weakness of b/s breast prices was a sign that consumers were 
“trading down” to lower-value products during the prolonged recession.  Recent data suggests that 
demand may be getting back to normal for the broiler sector.   
 
Wholesale broiler cut prices show a 
fairly steady improvement in b/s breast 
prices so far in 2012.  As figure 2 shows, 
this behavior is consistent with the 
typical seasonal pattern of prices for that 
product.  What is notable is that b/s 
breast prices have recently posted strong 
year-over-year gains – finally reversing 
the consistent weakness in prices for that 
product.  In fact, the 150.35 cents/pound 
price for b/s breast meat last week was 
the highest weekly average wholesale 
price for that product since late-
September of 2010.   
 
Leg and leg quarter prices have been 
essentially flat so far in 2012, though 
they have been flat at what is a 
historically high price level for those 
products.  So far this year, broiler exports – still overwhelmingly dark meats – have been pretty good.  
Exports through the first quarter were up 14% from last year and were the best first quarter numbers 
since 2009.  Exports to Russia and China are up sharply in percentage terms, though total export 
volumes to those countries are still only about a quarter of what they were back in the salad days of circa 
2008. 
 
So, with improving b/s breast prices at home and modestly higher export business for dark meats, the 
broiler industry is starting to look more like its pre-recession self.  The return to normal has not come 
easy.  The industry has been in contraction mode since early-2011 – following closely on the heels of a 
lengthy contraction in 2008 and 2009.  Thus far in 2012, broiler egg sets have consistently run around 
5% below year-ago levels.  Right now, USDA projections are for 2012 broiler production to be down by 
1.65% compared with 2011.  Of course, that is far from set in stone.  Broiler production can turn quickly 
if market conditions justify it.  Right now, market conditions are looking more favorable than they have 
in some time; but with feed prices still high and uncertain and with painful memories of 2010’s ill-fated 
expansion still fresh, integrators will likely proceed with considerable caution. 
 
 

Figure 2.  Weekly Average Wholesale Boneless, Skinless Breast Prices 
Data Source: USDA Agricultural Marketing Service via Livestock 
Marketing Information Center. 
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Cattle on Feed Numbers Falling 
Last Friday, USDA released the latest Cattle on Feed report.  The report contained a couple of surprises, 
while confirming an expected slowdown in placements.  Table 1 below summarizes the report’s 
headline numbers. 
 
Table 1.  May Cattle on Feed (COF) Summary: Actual vs. Pre-Report Figures   
  % of Previous Pre-Report Estimates* 
 1,000 head Year Average Range 
On Feed May 1 11,110 99.2 100.3 99.4 – 101.1 
April Placements 1,521 84.7 88.4 82.9 – 98.6 
April Marketings 1,815 100.4 98.6 96.4 – 99.2 
*Source: Dow-Jones Newswires through the Livestock Marketing Information Center.   
 
With a 15% year-over-year decline, April placements were not out of line with – but were well to the 
low side of – pre-report expectations.  A historically small beef cow herd and quite a bit of pulling 
calves ahead due to last year’s drought have made lower placements essentially a mathematical 
certainty.  In fact, while the April decline is the most dramatic fall in placements in some time, 
placements have been below year-ago levels for four of the last five months.  (February is the exception 
during that time.)   
 
While placements have been consistently lower since late-2011, the total cattle on feed number has 
stubbornly remained above the prior year level.  Finally, that changed in the May report.  The May 1 
cattle on feed number was down 1% from the prior year.  This is first year-over-year decline in the on 
feed figure since May 2010.  The on-feed number was just slightly below even the most bullish pre-
report estimates.  This reflects not only the big drop in placements but also a May marketings figure that 
was well above expectations.   
 
Figure 3 shows the monthly cattle 
on feed numbers for this year, 2011, 
and the 2006-10 average.  With 
placements consistently falling, the 
on-feed inventory has been 
declining at more than the normal 
seasonal pace this year.  The decline 
in the on-feed inventory between 
January and May this year has been 
the biggest (in both absolute and 
percentage terms) since 2008, when 
rapidly escalating feed prices were 
the dominant feature in the market.  
 
After many months of wondering 
when on feed inventories would 
break below year ago levels, it has 
now come to pass.  Friday’s Cattle on Feed report points to the prospect of tight cattle numbers from 
some time to come.  The industry is working with a historically small cow herd, and expansion is likely 
underway right now – increasing the competition for already scarce calves.  On the supply side of the 
market, this is definitely a bullish situation.   

Figure 2.  Monthly Inventory of Cattle on Feed: 1,000+ Head Feedlots 
Data Source: USDA National Agricultural Statistics Service through 
Livestock Marketing Information Center. 


